Trauma system evaluation using the fatality analysis reporting system.
The Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS) has recorded detailed data on fatal traffic crashes since 1975. At least three prior studies have used declining mortality rates derived from FARS as evidence of regional trauma system effectiveness. FARS and census data were obtained at no cost through the Internet. Previously published studies were replicated graphically including data from additional years before and after the previously reported time periods, and with rates also calculated for control populations. The association of trauma system organization with observed decreases in mortality rates was less convincing when all available data were displayed and other potential factors were considered. Death after traffic crashes, and especially death in hospitals, is becoming less frequent throughout the country. FARS is an excellent resource available to all injury researchers, but provides little evidence that some regions have decreased traffic mortality more than others because of trauma systems.